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Eric John Aiton (19204991) 
A gentle bachelor and a dedicated teacher and scholar, Eric Aiton for 34 decades 
contributed extensively and importantly to the history of the astronomy and mathe- 
matics of the early modern period. His careful analyses have enhanced our under- 
standing, in particular, of the work of Kepler and Leibniz. In his scholarship 
he was patient, meticulous, and attentive to detail, yet cognizant, too, of the 
philosophical dimensions of the problems dealt with. His last years were among 
his most productive, and at the time of his death-he passed away in his sleep on 
the night of 21-22 February 1991-he had a number of projects in hand, including 
the editing of two further volumes for Series II of the Opera Omnia of Euler (he 
had already completed the editing of Vol. 31, which is yet to appear), and plans 
for much further work. 
Aiton had taken a B.Sc. in mathematics at Manchester University in 1944, 
had worked as junior scientific officer at the Royal Aircraft Establishment at 
Farnborough from 1944 through 1946, then had gone into secondary school teach- 
ing. From 1965 until his retirement in 1985, he was senior lecturer in mathematics 
at Manchester Polytechnic. His teaching drew him into historical studies. He 
completed a master’s degree in the history and philosophy of science at University 
College, London, in 1954 and a doctorate in 1958. His master’s essay dealt with 
the theory of the tides in the 17th and 18th centuries, and his doctoral dissertation 
with Cartesian theories of the planetary motions. The results of these studies 
appeared in a series of articles in Annals of Science during the 1950s and the work 
on vortex theory was eventually published as a book, The Vortex Theory of 
Planetary Motions (London: MacDonald/New York: Elsevier, 1972; reprinted 
1975). 
Aiton’s work on Leibniz began with a series of articles in Annals of Science 
during the 1960s on Leibniz’s celestial mechanics (16, 65-82; 18, 31-41; 20, 
111-123; 21, 169-173), and continued with a study of Leibniz’s analysis of motion 
in a resisting medium (Archive for History of Exact Sciences 9 (1972), 257-274). 
Finally, there appeared his 370-page biographical study, Leibniz: A Biography, 
published by Hilger (Bristol) in 1984. Proceeding chronologically, and drawing on 
much recent scholarship, it provides an account both of the development of 
Leibniz’s thought and of his multifarious activities and interests, ranging from 
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dynastic and ecclesiastical diplomacy to windmill technology, silkworm culture, 
and the Z C/zing. The social, political, and intellectual background of Leibniz’s life 
and times is sketched in trenchant detail. The metaphysical problems that Leibniz 
sought to resolve, Aiton concludes, are still with us: “What he had attempted was 
no less than a reconciliation of a mechanical determinist physics with a rationalist 
spiritual metaphysics that would allow freedom of the will for God and man.” A 
Japanese edition of the biography is in preparation. 
The earliest of Aiton’s studies of Kepler’s Astronomia Nova dealt with Kepler’s 
second law and appeared in Isis in 1969. Then followed his “Infinitesimals and the 
Area Law, ’ ’ published in 1973 in Znternationales Kepler-Symposium, Weil der 
Stadt, 1971, and a detailed examination of “Kepler’s Path to the Construction and 
Rejection of His First Oval Orbit for Mars,” which appeared in Annals of Science 
in 1978. Meanwhile, the piquancy and intelligence of Kepler’s response to Ramus’s 
demand for a nonhypothetical astronomy sparked Aiton’s interest, and led to his 
“Johannes Kepler and the Astronomy without Hypotheses” (Japanese Studies in 
the History of Astronomy, 1975). A related study, “Celestial Spheres and Circles” 
(History of Science 19 (1981)), showed that, puce Duhem, in the work of astrono- 
mers from antiquity to Kepler’s time, the elements of instrumentalism and physical 
realism were pragmatically mixed. A key document for the study of such issues is 
Peurbach’s Theoricae nouae pluneturum, of which Aiton provided a translation 
and commentary (Osiris (2) 3 (1987)). 
Aware of the considerable demand for English translations of Kepler’s works, 
Aiton persuaded A. M. Duncan to translate Kepler’s earliest work, the Mysterium 
Cosmographicum, and this, with the Latin text on facing pages, appeared with 
Aiton’s introduction and extensive commentary notes in 198 1 (New York: Abaris). 
Then, with the assistance of Duncan and J. V. Field, Aiton undertook the larger 
task of translating and providing a commentary on Kepler’s Hurmonice Mundi; 
the result is to be published in the Transactions of the American Philosophical 
Society. 
The vexed question of what Newton did and did not accomplish toward solving 
“the inverse problem of central forces” (to show that the inverse-square law 
implies conic-section orbits) was challengingly raised by Robert Weinstock in the 
American Journal of Physics in 1982. Eric Aiton, gentle soul that he was, reacted 
with spiritedness to such challenges, and two short articles were the outcome: 
“The Contributions of Isaac Newton, Johann Bernoulli and Jakob Hermann to 
the Inverse Problem of Central Forces” (Studia Leibnitiana, Sonderheft 17, 48- 
58) and “The Solution of the Inverse-Problem of Central Forces in Newton’s 
Principia” (Archives Znternationales d’Histoire des Sciences 38 (1988), 272- 
276). 
One evening at a conference in Wolfenbuttel in the summer of 1986, the present 
writer accompanied Eric Aiton on a long walk while he rehearsed his analytical 
path through this thorny problem. We got thoroughly lost in the little town, and 
overriding my (probably faulty) sense of direction, Eric insisted that we retrace 
our steps exactly. It seems that he had lost himself similarly on other occasions in 
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other strange cities, and knew from experience the goodness of this way of getting 
unlost again. His scholarship was based on the same principle: the careful retracing 
of steps. 
CURTIS WILSON 
St. John’s College 
Annapolis, Maryland 21404 
Editor’s remark. Eric Aiton served on the board for Historia Mathematics from 1988. A list of his 
principal writings has been published by I. &Wan-Guinness in Annals ofScience 48 (PM), 305-308. 
Historia Mathematics lost an excellent collaborator; I lost a good friend. 
